Crime and Perception on the American Tobacco Trail in Durham by Boone, Kofi
This paper describes the findings of a report on recent crime incidents on the American Tobacco Trail in 
Durham, North Carolina in the context of what Dr. Mindy 
Thompson Fullilove calls “sorted-out cities.” The American 
Tobacco Trail, occupying what was a boundary between 
black and white, and rich and poor Durham, now facilitates 
encounters between different communities historically 
divided by race and class. 
Durham has one of the highest crime rates in the region and 
a recent spike in violent crimes on the American Tobacco 
Trail (ATT) created a surge in negative perceptions of the 
trail. A study of recent crime on the ATT revealed that 
physical characteristics potentially contribute to perceptions 
of a lack of safety on the trail. Furthermore, the study also 
exposed perceptions communicating class and racial 
bias. As a step to addressing these attitudes, Spirithouse, 
a cultural arts and organizing group, has initiated a city-
wide book study of Urban Alchemy as a way to encourage 
multiracial dialogue about the perception of Durham and its 
legacy of segregation. Using community walks of the ATT as 
well as shared reflection of perceptions of the trail and the 
neighborhoods it moves through, this community-building 
process offers a creative way of revealing and addressing 
longstanding biases.
In Urban Alchemy, Dr. Mindy Thompson Fullilove makes 
the argument that the legacy of racial segregation in 
American cities continues to impact vitality and potential 
for revitalization. Dr. Fullilove describes how previous 
policy decisions controlling access to home loans based 
on race, also known as “redlining,” impacted white and 
black homeowners and steered them to neighborhoods 
that were separate and unequal. The results, what she 
calls “sorted-out cities,” have produced disparities in life 
outcomes based on race and class. In some cases, the 
boundaries used in “redlining” were invisible and relating 
to local cultural practices. But in other cases, this racialized 
urban geography was based on patterns of land use, 
infrastructure, and elements of the built environment. 
Crime and Perception of Crime on the 
American Tobacco Trail
The American Tobacco Trail (ATT), a popular urban 
greenway extending throughout Durham, occupies what 
was once the American Tobacco Company rail line. 
Archival research reveals that the rail line was once the 
defining boundary between black and white Durham. 
Additionally, the rail line was a boundary for the city’s 
“redline” map. White neighborhoods to the west of the 
line were generally coded green and yellow on these 
maps and were places where the banking community 
was willing to provide financing and home loans. Black 
neighborhoods to the east were generally coded red and, 
alternatively, were places where no financing was made 
available. Contemporary demographic analysis reveals 
that the former rail line remains a strong divider between 
black and white, as well as rich and poor Durham. 
The effects of divisions created generations ago are 
still apparent today.
In 2011 an increase in violent crimes in Durham as 
well as on the ATT resulted in a surge of negative 
publicity and social media commentary about the 
trail and the inner-city Durham communities it moves 
through. This negative publicity expanded beyond 
local outlets and appeared in regional and national 
trail and greenway message boards and blogs. The 
escalating concern caused increased community 
resistance to completing a pedestrian bridge (then 
under construction) connecting two segments of 
the ATT divided by I-40 for fear of making it easier 
for criminals to access more of the city via the trail. 
The expressed fear of crime was interlaced with 
coded language associating criminal behavior with 
black people and traditionally African American 
communities in Durham. Lacking actual data and 
a formal analysis of crime incidents along the 
ATT, there was no formal way to interrogate these 
perceptions.
Within this context, the Z. Smith Reynolds Foundation 
funded a North Carolina Rail Trails study of crime 
on the ATT. Through a range of methods, including 
geospatial analysis, community workshops, surveys, 
and archival research, a team of researchers 
engaged regional partners and local residents in 
a range of creative ways. The survey had over 900 
responses and the community workshops engaged 
over one hundred local people. One workshop was 
held at the highest crime location along the entire 
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Figure 1 - The study included multiple strategies ranging from 
geospatial analysis, to surveys, to workshops along the trail. Photo 
Credit Kofi Boone.
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ATT and featured participatory mapping and design 
games to help people communicate their perceptions of 
the trail. 
The study revealed that over a two-year period, over 3,000 
violent crimes occurred within a half mile of the ATT, but 
only fourteen occurred on the actual trail. Of those fourteen 
crimes, half occurred in one spot: where the trail crosses 
Fayetteville Street. The area lacks the strong urban fabric 
that encourages natural surveillance of the street and has 
numerous informal paths that could be used as escape 
routes for criminals. Various strategies were proposed 
to address the physical characteristics that compromise 
safety. However, the huge disparity between crime on the 
trail and crime nearby reframed the analysis. The overall 
perception of the east side of the trail, literally the other 
side of the former railroad tracks, as unsafe controlled 
the perception of the west side of the trail. Additionally, 
narrative responses to the survey revealed many of the 
same biases found prior to the study. The analysis revealed 
that perceptions of crime on the trail did fall along racial 
and class lines.
Indyweek, a local newspaper, published a cover article 
about perceptions of the ATT. The article presented the 
research findings in the form of a personal narrative 
contrasting the author’s experience walking the trail 
several years ago and again recently. Although there were 
still anecdotes of fear and concerns with safety, the author 
picked up on the theme of the trail instigating encounters 
between black and white, rich and poor, as well as the 
uncomfortable interpersonal confrontations that occur 
between people from different walks of life.
A Collective Reading of A Shared Space
Spirithouse, a local arts and culture organizing group, 
chose to take on the ATT as an applied community 
engagement opportunity through their Collective Sun 
program. The program encourages community groups 
across the city to join in a shared book study on a 
significant community issue. Previously, community action 
on racially biased criminal justice decisions was activated 
through a city-wide reading of Michelle Alexander’s The 
New Jim Crow. In this case, Dr. Fullilove’s Urban Alchemy 
was the choice as it focused on the residual impacts of 
segregation and proposed a range of tools for communities 
to address them from the ground up. Dr. Fullilove kicked off 
the reading of Urban Alchemy with a lecture on previous 
applications of the elements presented in the book as well 
as the recommendation to explore these issues in Durham 
and in particular along the ATT. 
Referencing a successful community regeneration effort in 
Pittsburgh where communities divided by race and class 
changed their perceptions of their communities when they 
rediscovered shared connections to the city’s defining 
rivers, Dr. Fullilove recommended a process of seeking out 
shared local community assets and identifiers, or as she 
stated: “find the rivers.” Dr. Fullilove and Spirithouse then 
applied this concept to the ATT, called it a “river”, and in 
the months following the convening, over a dozen groups 
explored and discussed the trail.
A second convening occurred and community groups 
shared their observations of the ATT. Their dialogue 
revealed commonalities and differences in the levels of 
comfort and use of the trail. Through the lense of Urban 
Alchemy, people from different race and class backgrounds 
were able to discuss the physical characteristics of the ATT 
as well as their observations of the conditions of adjoining 
communities. A spirited discussion emerged describing 
the difference between the levels of maintenance between 
the eastern and western sides of the trail especially as the 
ATT moves between Forest Hills and Hayti. If this was to 
be one trail, Durham’s “river”, much needed to be done 
in order to convey the sense of a single and shared public 
space. Building from the success of the second convening, 
Spirithouse has since agreed to revisit the ATT in a future 
study with an emphasis on strategies for adapting the trail 
to become equitable and useful to all people.
Conclusion
Here we have seen the potential for creative and community-
defined processes to inspire dialogue about controversial 
land planning issues. The formal research study provided 
data to counter regional perceptions of safety of the ATT. 
However, without translation through popular media 
outlets and the connection to a broader national urban 
issue (the legacy of segregation and redlining), the data 
alone would have had limited community exposure. On 
the surface, a book study may not appear to be an action-
oriented tool to facilitate community change. However, 
in the case of Spirithouse and Durham, the book study 
provided an important space that encouraged a diverse 
audience to develop a point of view on the broader 
context within which the trail operates. Key to the process 
was how the book study emphasized the analogy of the 
ATT as Durham’s “river”, and that it was a resource that 
could be shared by all. That possibility invited different 
people to engage with the trail together and stimulated 
multicultural civic discourse through convenings that will 
be necessary to change the damaged perceptions of the 
trail. In short, the book study offers a unique model 
for community building. This process provides an 
accessible and human-centered example that is 
not focused exclusively on physical environmental 
change. Prompted by the perception of crime, there 
is now a continuing dialogue about difference and 
commonality in the city.
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